diseases, and developing the standards and measures that facilitate technological innovation. Indeed, just over a year ago, NOAA director Jane Lubchenco earned a place on the cover of Nature for guiding her agency's response to the Deepwater Horizon oil spill.
But as the current budget crisis unfolds, the erosion of missionoriented research is likely to accelerate. For example, the spending bill passed in late November increased the NSF's budget by 2.5%, flatfunded NIST and cut NOAA's by 4.3%.
It wasn't supposed to be this way. America's pragmatic culture has long been assumed to favour applied investigation over fundamental science, a notion that goes back at least to Alexis de Tocqueville's nineteenth-century classic Democracy in America. And the foundational text of modern US science policy, Vannevar Bush's 1945 report Science the Endless Frontier, builds its case on the claim that the government will naturally support applied research, but must be compelled to support basic work. Why, then, the neglect of the mission agencies? One important reason may be that the leading public voices speaking on behalf of research funding come mostly from the high-prestige frontiers of science, and from the institutions associated with such research -universities, the National Academies, the professional scientific societies, and so on.
Last November, for example, the head of the American Association for the Advancement of Science called for "rethinking the science system" to make the funding of university researchers more efficient (A. I. Leshner Science 334, 738; 2011). This is a worthy goal, but nowhere in his editorial, or in the many similar examples of hand-wringing, is it acknowledged that the main goal of rethinking science should be to ensure that the scientific enterprise continues to meet existing and future challenges to public well-being, not simply to protect science for its own sake.
Defending science for its own sake disproportionately benefits the fundamental-science agencies, which can claim to be doing the most prestigious and therefore the most apparently worthwhile science. In the face of the new budgetary reality, advocacy for science must take a new, strategic approach -one that insists on balance between the fundamental-science agencies and the mission agencies that link science to the public good. Otherwise, the value of the public investment in science will decline right along with the budget. ■ WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
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